Introduction
On April 22, 2002 the University of Canterbury Library began a trial of a live virtual reference service using Internet chat sessions. This service was called Online Help.
Rationale
The library identified a need to be more available to answer students' questions in real-time, via the Internet, when and where they need assistance.
. There is evidence, both anecdotal and recorded, that increasing numbers of people are turning to the Internet as their preferred source of information, and that this is being reflected in library reference desk statistics (Anhang and Coffman, 2002; Greenstein and Watson Healy, 2002; Tennant, 2000; Guernsey, 2000; Lipow, 1999) [1, 2] . For example our Central Library Help Desk enquiries peaked at 35,185 in 1999, dropping to 32,241 in 2000 and 33,414 in 2001. . We wanted to make it possible for our users to ask for help anonymously and without having to approach a reference desk.
. Users accessing the Internet or databases from home via a telephone connection need to be able to ask for help without disconnecting from the Internet. While the use of cell phones is becoming more widespread, costs of this type of call are still very expensive.
. We wanted to allow our users to access library help without having to lose their seat at a laboratory computer or database session.
. Many students are becoming familiar with the ''chat'' environment on the Internet.
Online information request forms on the Web and e-mail contacts already enabled students to ask questions from their computers, but did not provide the immediacy of reply, or allow reference interview techniques to be employed easily.
Objectives
The objectives were to provide a system that:
. allowed our users to contact us, online and in real-time;
.
was Web based, system independent, and allowed for good computer security;
. did not require users to download any software to their computer;
. allowed enquirers to remain anonymous if they so desired; and . fitted in with staff workflows and practices. 
Summary of the process

Advertising the service.
Results -statistics to date Uptake was slow. It was a week before we had any enquiries, and since then the number of enquiries has been steady but small. This reflects the experience of other libraries as reported in the literature (Foley, 2002; Helman, 2001; Sears, 2001) [5].
In the first 26 weeks of our service, we recorded 232 logins, of which 59 did not respond to the librarian's offer of assistance (see Figure 1) . A total of 173 logins included a question or comment, which is an average of 6.7 interactive sessions per week.
These enquiries covered a wide range of topics, and were very similar in spread to those received at a physical desk (see Figure 2 ). During three interactions more than one question was asked.
We agree with the comment from the Alliance Library Systems Ready for Reference report[6]:
Live Web-based reference is a very new type of service, and [we] believe that it takes longer than one academic semester for it to catch on, and that use will increase.
Certainly those users who have made use of the service are generally enthusiastic.
Comments have included:
Cool, this is a great service. This is a great idea by the way! 
Librarians' experience
Offering a reference service online is a completely new and surprisingly challenging experience. Even experienced reference librarians found themselves nervous during the first few sessions. The total lack of any visual or audio clues about the person you are dealing with makes it difficult to set the ''tone'' of your responses, and it is also difficult to think quickly and type a coherent answer. The user has no visual clues either about what the librarian is doing, so there is a heightened sense of time pressure. It is difficult to convey to users that there may be several stages to the answer, meaning that they often disappear after the first suggestion. It can be tempting to suggest that a visit to the library is the best option, but if users ask a question using chat it is likely that they would prefer to be answered through this medium if this is at all possible. Also, it is not always obvious to other users and staff that you are busy with a client and not just ''typing into the computer''.
The process of initiating a virtual reference service
There are already some excellent resources available in the literature outlining important issues to be considered in the process of initiating a virtual reference service. Articles by Sloan (1998a) and Weissman (2001) give useful guidelines, and Foley (2002) , Helman (2001) , and Kibbee et al. (2002) are among articles which describe particular implementations worthy of consideration. Books are also being published on the subject (Lipow and Coffman, 2001; Meola and Stormont, 2002; Lipow, 2002) so there is plenty of assistance available.
We would give two pieces of advice from our experience. First, do not underestimate the amount of work involved in setting up a service. Policy decisions, software selection and trials, staff allocation and training, creating Web pages, and advertising is time consuming. It is probably advisable to put someone in to manage the process, giving that person plenty of time to work on it, and you are likely to need assistance from your systems staff. Second, ensure that you get your library staff behind the venture, particularly management, but also the front line staff.
The issues
How can we consider adding a new service when we are already too busy? One of the most common concerns expressed when a virtual reference service was first suggested at the University of Canterbury, was how can we add in a new service when we are already struggling to maintain existing services? In a recent survey by OCLC, seven in ten students said they would use online help to find exactly the information they need for their study assignments [1] . In fact, can we afford to wait?
''If people are migrating to the Web, change is necessary. I'm concerned that if we wait too long, we're abdicating'' said LC's [Diane] Kresh (Oder, 2001) .
Is there a critical mass for efficiency?
While many librarians are very excited about the concept of real-time virtual reference services, as already noted, uptake from users has not been overwhelming. In view of the fact that response is under rather than overwhelming it could be that critical mass could be a major consideration in the New Zealand environment. Our institutions are small by international scale, for example there are about 12,500 students at Canterbury, compared to 25,000 at the University of Buffalo (Foley, 2002) , or 22,000 at Auburn University and the University of Waterloo (Sears, 2001)[5] . One staff person keeping a live chat session open is available whether the potential user base is 10,000 or 25,000. If uptake increases and there are ''queues'' for digital reference services, numbers of staff will need to increase proportionally, but while a new user base is being built up, it is relatively more demanding of staff time in smaller institutions.
What about 24 hours a day, seven days (24/7) availability? Much has been discussed about the need for 24/7 services, especially in the online environment (Patrick and Matthews, 2002; Boyer, 2001; Dougherty, 2002; Tennant, 2000) . The scenario of the person with the full time job, who settles down for a couple of hours study after getting the family meal and the kids to bed is one that is very indicative of the need for after-hours reference services. Online services can be offered anywhere toofrom the library, from people rostered on at home, or from other libraries in a different time zone. As more and more information and resources are available electronically can we continue to limit reference services to library opening hours? However, the $64,000 question is whether the demand will justify the resources needed. Bernie Sloan's report on the 24/7 Ready for Reference Project, suggests a re-evaluation of the goal to offer 24/7 services (Sloan, 2001) . Richard Dougherty (2002) makes the interesting comment that the matter of availability is much less important than our capability to offer virtual reference services in real-time. We think this is a valid comment, as we must have the ability to offer a virtual reference service before we look to expand into the 24 hours a day, seven days a week service.
Co-operative/consortia arrangements
One way to enable 24/7 reference services would be for libraries in different time zones to co-operate and answer queries from each other's client base. Ryerson University Library in Toronto, Canada reported (Patrick and Matthews, 2002) that it was actively seeking partnerships with Australian university libraries for this purpose, and in 2000 Roy Tennant questioned why a student in Berkeley at 11.30 p.m. could not ''initiate an online conversation with a librarian in Perth'' (Tennant, 2000) . The idea of interinstitutional co-operation does rely on anecdotal evidence that suggests that academic reference librarians with a good knowledge of a range of international databases and other Web-based resources would feel right at home slipping into the reference desk of other university libraries, particularly where there is a good institutional ''fit'' (Patrick and Matthews, 2002) .
We are not convinced by this argument. Our analysis of questions asked in the first 18 weeks of our virtual reference service found that the majority were specific to our library and university (see Figure 2) and this reflects the experience of other implementations (Kibee et al., 2002; Sears, 2001 ). Breeding (2001) notes that one of the key issues associated with the cooperative approach is whether the questions posed by remote users are general enough that they can be answered by a reference librarian from another library, or if they require the expertise of local librarians.
We believe that a successful co-operative partnership would require not only very careful selection of a partner ensuring a good institutional ''fit'', but also for staff to have a very detailed knowledge of both sites' policies, Web pages, databases and subject specialists. Co-operative training would be necessary, as would comprehensive and thorough methods of ensuring information about changes were communicated to all staff involved at both institutions. This is a major challenge within one institution, which would be much greater when more than one institution was involved and is a major hurdle for anyone contemplating an international collaborative service.
Staffing and training
We began our service using only staff who were interested and committed to the concept of virtual reference. They were also all staff who had reference desk experience so we were able to make a number of assumptions during the training process; for example that they understood the concept of the reference interview, and that they had a good knowledge of public service policies and practices.
Our aim was always to include more than just public service staff however, and this was one of the aspects of virtual reference that appealed to management. They liked the idea that any staff person could work on Online Help at their desktop, continuing with their own work if there were no enquiries. It has definitely been worth the extra training required to get the increased knowledge and experience that these people have brought with them, but the extra training needs did need consideration.
Another training issue is related to the fact that we have one virtual reference service for all the campus libraries. Physical reference desks are sited in each campus library and while staff at any desk will always have to answer questions across all subject disciplines, in practice most questions asked at any desk relate to the disciplines covered within the home library, and staff are probably most familiar and comfortable with these. Questions asked online will not be presorted by discipline, and because a question is asked online there is some pressure to either give the answer online, or to refer to a specific subject specialist rather than a reference desk in another library. Transaction logs have indicated that our staff would benefit from more training in different subject areas, even if only to the extent that they are more conversant with exactly what other disciplines campus libraries cover, and precisely who to refer questions to. This is surely something that is desirable anyway for reference desk staff, but has become particularly important in the online environment. In a way our location situation represents a small version of international/consortial/collaborative arrangements. The training issues we have encountered would be magnified greatly when attempting to provide service for library users across the other side of the world.
Advertising
Many reports also comment that response is directly related to advertising efforts and this has also been our experience. Sloan (1998b) comments that a system will not be effective until a critical mass of possible users is aware of the potential benefits of the service. Our best forms of advertising have been an article in the University of Canterbury student magazine Canta (English, 2002) , and a direct e-mail advertisement to all students. The article was written by a student, totally from a student's point of view and was very complimentary about Online Help and the library's electronic resources. The day after this article appeared we had the most number of logins (although not all became enquiries) in one day to that date, and numbers of enquiries stayed relatively high for a couple of weeks after.
Other forms of advertising have included:
. the prominent placing of the Online Help logo on Web pages;
. posters placed in all libraries, in some student hostels, and in a number of other service points in the university;
. mini bookmark flyers distributed within the libraries;
. a prominent article in the library publication Library News;
. an e-mail to all students; and . a few subject librarians also sent out an e-mail to their student groups when the service was first launched, but many subject librarians felt that such an e-mail could cause confusion between this general reference service and their specialist subject service.
It was noticeable that numbers levelled off in the second semester until we started more active advertising, beginning with the e-mail to all students. This evoked a big response; 17 logins the next day, of which 12 became interactive sessions. The number of logins continued to be high the next week. It is interesting that our advertising efforts also increase the number of people who login but do not go on to ask a question; which might indicate that these are people curious about the service but too shy to say so. Our biggest ongoing challenge remains keeping Online Help in the student vision, so that a user remembers that the service is available when she/he has a question to ask.
Other technologies
Many people agree that chat is likely to have a limited shelf life for virtual reference services, and that other technologies will supersede it. Sloan (1998b) reported on a number of projects that experimented with videoconferencing technologies in the 1990s, and Coffman (2001a,b) has expressed the opinion that Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) might be the way of the future. Whatever future technology offers us, we believe that libraries need to develop a presence now in the field of virtual reference. At present the technology offers chat and we should be using it until a better technology is proven and widely used.
Transcripts -a new tool or a frightening challenge An electronic interaction, especially if it is Web-based, will be recorded somewhere. Statistics can be generated from this stored data which is likely to include information about the date and time of the interaction, IP addresses of the computers used, and possibly a log of the entire transaction. In the virtual reference environment this information, and the transcript in particular, can be viewed as either a wonderful new resource or as a tremendous challenge to the privacy of both patron and librarian. In fact it is both. 
and beyond
Our virtual reference service will continue in 2003 with a number of changes. The name is being changed to AskLIVE, both to distinguish it from a series of static Web pages from the university's IT department, also coincidentally called Online Help, but also to try to convey more successfully the live nature of the service. We will continue to use RAKIM which has been improved and updated. Based on our experience in 2002 we are creating guidelines for best practice for librarians working on the service, and also guidelines for how transcripts will be managed, including how any problems that might arise will be handled. We are aiming to increase our hours of service. It would be wonderful to be able to offer it in evenings and weekends, and possibly even when the library is closed, but this is unlikely to be possible in the short term. Time will tell whether users will become aware of library virtual reference services and begin to use them more extensively, whether there is a demand for 24/7 services and whether libraries can co-operate over time zones to manage extended hours. Technology may change how digital reference services are offered, but in our opinion to continue to be relevant in this digital age libraries may need to offer a real-time virtual reference service.
We believe that services like QuestionPoint have great potential. QuestionPoint is a collaborative reference service being offered by OCLC and the Library of Congress, which promises to enable libraries to provide a ''locally branded and customizable questionasking service ''[7] with the ability to refer unanswered questions to a wider, possibly even global network of libraries. There are definite advantages in having a common interface and global possibilities, while continuing to maintain the specialisation and unique nature of local services.
Conclusion
We are very glad that we decided to put the time and commitment into experimenting with our own online reference service. There is much to be learned about the nature of digital reference, such as balancing resources and demands, incorporating digital reference into existing services, measuring and evaluating effectiveness and efficiency, marketing strategies, as well as coping with the challenging experience of offering reference services in the online environment. What we have learned will enable us to make informed decisions about whether to commit large amounts of money to co-operative or commercial ventures, such as QuestionPoint.
